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In his moment of anxiety, doubt, and fear, the Lord invites Martin Harris to repent, to remember his sufferings, and
then to both learn of and walk with him—a powerful reminder for all who are caught in a moment of staggering
confidence when trying to obey a difficult commandment.
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he year 1830 was an exciting time in the history of The Church of Jesus

Christ of Latter-day Saints. Five thousand copies of the Book of Mormon
had just rolled off of the press in March, the first conference was held in April
wherein the Church was officially organized, and the early members were
thrilled that the Lord was again speaking to them through a chosen scer. The
Doctrine and Covenants captures the revelations being poured out and the
excitement, as well as the challenges, of early Church leaders. One of the early
Saints who was immersed in these events, particularly the coming forth of the
Book of Mormon, was Martin Harris.

Having mortgaged his property to pay the significant cost of printing
the Book of Mormon, Harris became anxious about how he was going to
recoup this money. Knowing this, and surely in an effort to demonstrate good
faith and gratitude for his incredible sacrifice, Joseph Smith signed an agree-
ment which would give Harris “equal privilege™ to sell copies of the Book
of Mormon. The agreement was signed in January 1830, and Harris went to
work as soon as copies were available in late March. However, things did not
go very well for him.
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Joseph Smith had been traveling with Joseph Knight to Manchester, New
York, when they saw Harris walking across the street carrying numerous cop-
ies of the Book of Mormon. Knight recorded that Harris, looking distraught,
cried out to the prophet, “The books will not sell for no body wants them!”
He then petitioned, “I want a commandment (a revelation).”* A desperate, yet
trusting Martin Harris was seeking further direction from the Lord through
his anointed mouthpiece.

From 1835 until 2013, this was the narrative which shaped the contex-
tual understanding of Doctrine and Covenants 19. It had long been presented
that the revelation came in direct response to Harris’s pleading. The challenge
is, it probably isn’t accurate. To be clear, the story is true. The plight of Martin
Harris desperately trying sell copies of the Book of Mormon to recoup his
money is true. The exchange with Joseph Smith is even accurate. But histo-
rians working at the Joseph Smith Papers Project determined that Doctrine
and Covenants 19 was most likely received in the summer of 1829. Rather
than a response to Harris’s frustrations after the book was published, the rev-
elation was now placed in the context of urging Harris to follow through on
his commitment to pay for the book’s publication.’ In fact, Joseph’s response
to Martin’s request pointed back to this previous revelation, section 19, when
he told Martin Harris in 1830, “Fulfill what you have got*

If the story is accurate and Joseph’s response is accurate and everything
recorded in section 19 accurately captures the revelation from the Lord, one
might ask why we are making such a big deal about a six-month difference in
the dating of the revelation. Students, teachers, and leaders in the Church have
long understood and appreciated the fact that context informs and enhances
content. What may sometimes be overlooked, however, is the degree to
which history and theology are informed and influenced by one another. The
purpose of this article is to demonstrate how theological insights can come
from a correct understanding of historical context. Specifically, it will show
how the life and challenges of Martin Harris provided an opportunity for the
Lord to clarify some of his misunderstandings, as well as reveal new insights
into that most eternally significant theological concept, the Atonement of

Jesus Christ.

Historical Context

In its introduction, the Doctrine and Covenants reminds readers, “These
sacred revelations were received in answer to prayer, in times of need, and
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came out of real-life situations involving real people.” To liken these revela-
tions to our day then, we must first pay the price to understand the “real-life
situations” of the “real people” who were secking direction and guidance in
their time of need. Furthermore, as we study the Doctrine and Covenants,
we remember that the Church’s history and its theology are inseparably con-
nected. Such was certainly the case with Martin Harris and the revelation
found in section 19.

The summer of 1829 was pivotal in the unfolding of the Restoration. The
translation of the Book of Mormon having just been completed, attention
was urgently directed to the logistics of having it published. Because of previ-
ous conversations and commitments made by Martin Harris, Joseph Smith
had long been assured that Harris would cover the financing.® During their
due diligence, Joseph and Martin talked with several printers in both Palmyra
and Rochester, New York. The most convenient press, and therefore the most
logical business partner, was local printer E. B. Grandin. However, Grandin
was, to put it mildly, skeptical of the project. Indeed, as late as 26 June 1829,
he published an article in which he pejoratively refers to “a pretended dis-
covery, through superhuman means, of an ancient record, of a religious and
divine nature and origin, written in ancient characters, impossible to be inter-
preted by any to whom the special gift has not been imparted by inspiration.”
The article would go on to call the record a “Golden Bible,” explaining that
“most people entertain an idea that the whole matter is the result of a gross
imposition, and a grosser superstition.”” Not surprisingly, Grandin had little
interest in publishing the book. It was not until Joseph and Martin returned
to Palmyra and presented Grandin with the terms of an offer made by Elihu
F. Marshall, a competing printer in neighboring Rochester, that he reconsid-
ered. Seeing that the book would be published regardless of his involvement,
Grandin entered into negotiations.®

When Grandin finally agreed to print the record, he set the price at three
thousand dollars for five thousand copies, an inflated cost in the early nine-
teenth century. It was customary in this period for printers to shoulder “the
initial costs associated with printing a book,” trusting “that once a book was
published its sales would generate profits for them as well as the author.
However, because of Grandin’s feelings surrounding the whole enterprise, he
demanded the entire payment up front. So firm was he on this point that,
according to John Gilbert (Grandin’s typesetter), he refused even to purchase
the material necessary for the project before being paid in full.*
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Martin Harris played an integral role in these negotiations. Furthermore,
he, along with his wife Lucy, had previously volunteered to assist in funding
the project as early as 1827."" Remembering his commitment, and conscious
that a one-time payment of this magnitude would require him to give up
essentially all of his property,> Harris formalized the agreement, trusting that
the Lord was in this work and would be with him and his family. The deal was
likely struck, at least in principle, sometime in late July or early August 1829."

It is at this point in the narrative that we typically speak of Harris “mort-
gaging” his farm. The assumption, when using this language, scems to be that
Harris would retain full ownership of the property and that the note would
simply allow Grandin to assume the property if he did not recoup his invest-
ment by books sales. However, insights gained from the Joseph Smith Papers
Project have demonstrated that Grandin required the actual deed for the
property (thus functionally bestowing ownership rights).”* While this might
be viewed by some as a technicality in semantics or interpretation, it is essen-
tial to understanding the context of this story and, by extension, the message
of section 19.

While the agreement was made in late July or early August (and no later
than 11 August), it was now the end of August and the publication of the
Book of Mormon was still yet to begin.'s Why the delay? Was the printer,
Grandin, dragging his feet because of his biases against the project? Was there
a shortage of supplies in this small farming community which necessitated
extra time to procure the needed paper and type? Was the delay caused by
some sort of legal negotiations in order to ratify the deal? The truth is, the
delay was not caused by any of these variables. Once Grandin knew that he
would be compensated well and would receive payment in full on the front
end, he was willing to set aside his biases and move forward with the project.
There is no evidence of any shortage in supplies nor of any unnecessary legal
delays. So what was responsible for the delay of the printing of this sacred
record? The answer is quite simple and hearkens back to the introduction
of the Doctrine and Covenants. This was one of those “real-life situations”
involving “real people” that demonstrates the real struggles, concerns, and
demands of discipleship.'¢

Professors Michael Hubbard MacKay and Gerrit Dirkmaat, both of
whom worked extensively on the Joseph Smith Papers volume detailing these
events, summarized the situation in this way:
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By August, Martin Harris must have realized that the $3,000 price tag to print the
Book of Mormon would require him to give up most of his assets. Though he had
been a part of the translation process, writing the words Joseph spoke as he read
them from the seer stones and even being shown the gold plates by an angel of God,
when faced with the realities of losing his wealth, Harris’s will faltered. Perhaps the
condescending words from men like Thurlow Weed and Charles Anthon echoed in
his ears. Each had assured him that the enterprise was doomed to failure.””

The historical significance of this moment cannot be overstated. Indeed,
the successful publication of the Book of Mormon hinged on how Harris
would respond to these doubts and hesitations. Grandin’s brother-in-law
captured the implications well when he said, “Harris became for a time in
some degree staggered in his confidence; but nothing could be done in the
way of printing without his aid.”*® Nothing could be done. It was that simple.
Acknowledging that the Book of Mormon is the “keystone of our religion,” is
it too much of a stretch to suggest that this moment was pivotal not just to
the publishing of the record but also to the overall success of the Restoration?

Section 19

The revelation found in section 19 is to be situated against this backdrop. The
truths taught in this revelation illustrate that history and theology often have
a symbiotic relationship when it comes to the restoration of the gospel. To
this point, it is significant that the Prophet Joseph introduces this revelation
as “a commandment of God and not of man, fo Martin Harris, given by him
who is Eternal” Another way of reading this introduction is that an omni-
scient Lord who, by definition, knows the end from the beginning, is aware of
Harris’s situation. He knows of his anxiety, his hesitations, and the significant
sacrifices he is being asked to make. Consequently, while the rest of us can
certainly learn from and liken the verses in section 19 unto ourselves, in its
fundamental and exegetical context, it is a revelation from an empathetic and
immortal God speaking to one very anxious mortal man.

Consider how the revelation begins: “I am Alpha and Omega, Christ the
Lord; yea, even I am he, the beginning and the end, the Redeemer of the
world” (verse 1). From the outset the Lord establishes his identify, his eter-
nal nature, and his role in the plan as the anointed Redeemer. From Alpha
to Omega, the beginning to the end, his work is to save and to redeem. Of
course, as a religious man, Harris already knew and believed all of this. In
his search for truth he had “reportedly investigated Quakers, Universalists,
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Restorationists, Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians.”*> Commenting on
the development of Harris’s religious views, the late Ronald W. Walker wrote:

At the age of thirty-five, he found himself deeply stirred by the competing claims
of the religious revivalists. . . . On occasion he apparently visited Palmyra’s several
churches and established with churchgoers a mutual rapport. “All of the Sects called
me brother because the Lord [had] enlightened me,” he recollected. As a youth he
may have worshipped with the Friends (the extended Harris family had Quaker
ties), but since his midlife religious awakening, though “anxiously sought” by the

“sectarians,” he had felt “inspired of the Lord & taught of the Spirit” to refuse a for-
mal commitment.*

Determined in his convictions, Harris repeatedly relied on the Bible for
clarity and direction. Commenting on his mastery of the biblical text, one
acquaintance observed, “He could quote more scripture than any man in the
neighborhood”" Indeed, Harris himself once boasted, “I defy any man to
show me any passage of scripture that I am not posted on or familiar with.”>*
What he lacked in humility, he made up for in purpose and trust in the Lord.
These years of yearning, studying, and searching gave him a strong sense of
mission. These experiences provided convincing evidence to Martin that, in
his own words, God “had a work for me to do.”* According to one account,
“he even sensed the possibility of the coming forth of a new book of scrip-
ture which would join the Bible in a latter-day work.”** In short, Harris was a
secker. His greatest desire seemed to be to find God’s will and mission for him
and then boldly act accordingly.

Returning to the revelation, it seems instructive that the Lord says imme-
diately after outlining his most fundamental role as Redeemer, “I, having
accomplished and finished the will of him whose I am, even the Father, con-
cerning me” (verse 2). This language points forward to his statements later
in the revelation when he says, “Glory be to the Father, and I partook and
finished my preparations unto the children of men” (verse 19) and “I came by
the will of the Father, and I do his will” (verse 24). Remembering that this is
a revelation “to Martin Harris,” which was “received in answer to prayer, in
[a time] of need, and came out of [a] real-life situation,”*s could it be that the
Lord was teaching Martin something about mission and about accomplish-
ing the will of the Father? Is it possible that these introductory words are not
only to detail the Lord’s redeeming mission but also to speak to Martin about
his own unique mission? One of the questions at hand in section 19 seems to
be whether or not Martin would be willing to drink his own bitter cup and
whether or not he will partake and finish Ais preparations unto the children of
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men (verses 18-19). Indeed, the Lord did have a work for Martin to do, as he
had previously felt. And it seems that in this moment, when “Harris became
for a time in some degree staggered in his confidence,”* the Lord wanted to
remind him of this work, his mission, and the will of the Father concerning
him (verse 2).

Martin Harris’s Work

In the revelation the Lord makes Harris’s mission clear: “I command thee

that thou shalt not covet thine own property, but impart it freely to the print-
ing of the Book of Mormon, which contains the truth and the word of God”
(verse 26). Harris is then commanded to “publish it [the Book of Mormon]

upon the mountains, and upon every high place, and among every people

that thou shalt be permitted to see. And thou shalt do it with all humility,
trusting in me” (verses 29—30). Interestingly, Harris was not only to pay for
the publishing of the Book of Mormon but was to also publish it throughout

the world, preaching “repentance and faith on the Savior” (verse 31). “Behold,
this is a great and last commandment,” the Lord continues, “which I shall give

unto you concerning this matter; for this shall suffice for thy daily walk, even

unto the end of thy life” (verse 32). Note the purpose-filled language used by
the Lord in that last phrase: “this shall suffice for thy daily walk, ever unto the

end of thy life (emphasis added). The Lord continues, “Impart a portion of thy
property, yea, even part of thy lands. . . . Pay the debt thou hast contracted

with the printer. Release thyself from bondage” (verses 34-35).

As mentioned, in his search for truth, Harris had explored many reli-
gious traditions. Although each of these traditions likely influenced his
personal beliefs, some scholars have pointed to the particular influence of
Universalism.”” At the core of the Universalist theology was a confidence
that because of God’s saving power, all his children would eventually be saved.
Although it is difficult to ascertain precisely where Harris’s views were in 1829
regarding the scope of the Lord’s redemption, one possible reading of section
19 could be approached with the assumption that he has held on to some of
these Universalist beliefs. The Book of Mormon teaches that “the Lord giveth
light unto the understanding; for he speaketh unto men according to their
language, unto their understanding” (2 Nephi 31:3). Consider how Doctrine
and Covenants 19:3—4 could be read as a message the Lord was giving Harris
in light of a possible Universalist perspective. In this passage the Lord speaks
of “the last great day of judgment” when he will judge “every man according
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to his works and the deeds which he hath done” (verse 3). Underscoring the
concepts of judgment, justice, and accountability, the Lord then adds, “And
surely every man must repent or suffer” (verse 4).

Repent or suffer. Every man is judged according to his works and deeds.
So what does this have to do with Martin Harris and the timing of the rev-
elation? It may be demonstrating that the Lord is telling Martin, in his own
language and understanding, that he expects him to keep the promise he
made. Martin had previously learned this lesson in a painful, personal way
when he lost the 116 pages (see sections 3, 10). Perhaps in this vulnerable
moment, when his commitment to his promise seemed to be wavering again,
the Lord was reminding Martin of the consequences when he “set at naught
the counsels of God,” broke “the most sacred promises which were made
before God,” depended upon his “own judgment,” and “boasted in his own
wisdom” (Doctrine and Covenants 3:13). Indeed, the Lord himself seems
to connect these events when he said, “I command you to repent, . . . lest
you suffer these punishments of which I 'have spoken, of which in the smallest,
yea, even in the least degree you have tasted at the time I withdrew my Spirit”
(Doctrine and Covenants 19:20; emphasis added).

It is clear that there are consequences for breaking covenants and punish-
ments for broken promises. The Lord warned that if Martin did not fulfill
the mission with which he was commissioned in this revelation, “misery thou
shalt receive if thou wilt slight these counsels, yea, even the destruction of
thyself and property” (verse 33). Among other lessons, the Lord seems to
be teaching Martin Harris a principle once summarized by Elder Bruce C.
Hafen: “We can have eternal life if we want it, but only if there is zothing else
we want more. So we must willingly give everything, because God himself
can’t make us grow against our will and without our full participation.”** For
Martin, that meant giving up his property. Covet not thine own property?
When one considers that “the earth is the Lord’s, and the fulness thereof; the
world, and they that dwell therein” (Psalm 24:1), it becomes clear that what
the Lord is really requiring of Martin is the consecration of his heart and a
willingness to say, with the Lord, that he has “accomplished and finished the
will of him whose I am™ (Doctrine and Covenants 19:2).

Atonement Theology

With the historical context of section 19 set, we now turn our focus to its

theological insights. Speaking of theology, Terryl Givens has said, “That term
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can scare some people off, but all we mean by ‘theology’ is a more consid-
ered and reflective meditation on the scriptures and their implications. . . .
Theology just means ‘God talk, ‘God discourse.’ So theology is a way of try-
ing to be more introspective and contemplative about our faith in rigorous
ways.”* Consequently, any discussion about section 19 must address theol-
ogy, repentance, and the Atonement of Christ. In this section we see a unique
example of “God discourse” as the Lord speaks intimately to Martin Harris
and provides insight into the suffering he experienced during the atoning
process.

Before exploring these passages, however, it may be helpful to first con-
sider Atonement theology from a broader perspective in order to see the
unique contributions of this section. Recognizing its cternal significance,
Christians have long sought ways to understand, explore, and teach the
Atonement of Jesus Christ. The scriptures themselves demonstrate an effort
by many to find an adequate way to articulate Atonement theology. Mark
Ellison, an associate professor of ancient scripture at BYU, recently wrote that

in the standard works of the Church,

We find diverse metaphors and models of atonement. Authors variously describe
Christ’s redemptive act as a payment, sacrifice, vicarious suffering, victory, means of
healing, means of liberation, or means of reconciliation, to name a few. Theologians
have drawn upon these metaphors or models of salvation to formulate broad theo-
ries that conceptualize atonement primarily as a kind of ransom, a satisfaction of
justice, or a means of moral transformation. Surprisingly, the presence of such a
diversity of views has not posed much of a problem in Christian history. On mat-
ters of the person of Christ, Christians have debated, held synods, called councils,
hammered out creeds to define orthodox positions, and divided into factions over
theological differences. But when it comes to the work of Christ, Christians have
generally agreed that Christ saves, without conclusively defining how or enshrining
any single explanation as correct.’®

Harris would likely have been exposed to different theories on how the
Atonement worked as he investigated different Christian sects. Though he
had decided in his thirties that “I might as well plunge myself into the water as
to have [any] of the Sects Baptise me,”** he had reportedly at some point been
cach of the following: an orthodox Quaker, a Universalist, a Restorationer,
a Baptist, and a Presbyterian.’* Consequently, we could expect the Lord’s
revelation to Harris to interact with some of the theological assumptions he
held from these various denominations (again speaking to him in his own
language and understanding). In the following section we will demonstrate
how a few of the theological lessons revealed in section 19 interact with some
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of the teachings being discussed in Harris’s day. We will also show, by exten-
sion, how these teachings could also potentially be speaking to Harris’s plight.

Atonement Theology in Section 19

Eternal Punishment

One of the concepts which was of great interest to both ministers and
parishioners in the early nineteenth century was the idea of judgment/pun-
ishment. Indeed, Joseph himself said that from a very early age, “my mind
became seriously impressed with the all-important concerns for the welfare
of my immortal soul.”** For the Universalists, this topic had become divisive.
Summarizing this theological dilemma, Casey Grifhths said: “A vigorous
debate erupted among the Universalists concerning the punishment for sin-
ners. Some . . . taught that souls would be saved through a mystical union
with Christ, while others taught that souls would be saved after a long period
of suffering for sin, and some taught that suffering for sin would be confined
solely to earthly life. The division caused by this one doctrine was such that
most churches could not ratify any type of unified profession of belief with-
out filling it with numerous concessions to make all parties happy.” Griffiths
went on to argue that “the teachings of Universalism may have provided ques-
tions leading to many of the revelations given to the Prophet.”** Recognizing
Harris’s previous leanings toward Universalism, it is possible that the Lord’s
revelation to him in section 19 is engaging with some of these issues. Consider,
for example, how the following passages speak to these concerns:

And surely every man must repent or suffer, for I, God, am endless. . .. Nevertheless,
it is not written that there shall be no end to this torment, but it is written endl/ess
torment. . .. Wherefore, I will explain unto you this mystery. . . . For behold, T am
endless, and the punishment which is given from my hand is endless punishment,
for Endless is my name. Wherefore—eternal punishment is God’s punishment.
Endless punishment is God’s punishment. (verses 4, 6, 8, 10-12)

There are a few relevant points to highlight from these verses. First, the
Restoration clearly has something to contribute theologically. Second, as we
situate these revelations against the backdrop of the broader theological dis-
cussions happening in Antebellum America, we find even greater relevance
and the unique doctrinal contributions become even more impressive. Third,
while there are doctrinal implications for the broader Church, another way
of reading these passages is to return to the emphasis of the article: This is
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an intimate revelation between the Lord and Martin Harris. Approached
through this lens, the Lord is telling Harris that he personally needs to “repent
or suffer” (verse 4). He specifically commands Harris to “repent, and keep
the commandments which [he had] received by the hand of” the Prophet
Joseph (verse 13). The Lord reiterates one of his expectations by telling Harris,
“Impart a portion of thy property, yea, even part of thy lands” and “Pay the debt
thou hast contracted with the printer. Release thyself from bondage” (verses
34-3s5). While this could be referring to financial bondage, another possible
reading of this phrase is as a warning against spiritual bondage, which would
have eternal implications. Is the Lord saying that if Harris does not fulfill this
commandment, then he will not have a place in the kingdom? It would seem
that is taking it too far. However, perhaps the Lord is speaking to Harris’s
Universalist assumptions in saying that even though there may be a possibility
that he could still have a place in the eternities, there are considerable conse-
quences for breaking covenants.

“l God, Have Suffered”

It is significant that when the Savior speaks of his suffering in section 19, he
says, ‘I, God, have suffered these things for all” (verse 16; emphasis added). In
this same pericope, he would say that this “suffering caused myself, even God,
the greatest of all, to tremble because of pain” (verse 18; emphasis added). In
contrast to the low Christological understanding of the Qtlakcrs,” Jesus here
identifies himself as a God. To some in Antebellum America, particularly
those influenced by the beliefs of the Quakers, this would have been contrary
to their theological assumptions. Consequently, when the Lord speaks of
himself as God, “suffering these things for all,” it thrusts Restoration scripture
into the broader discussions of Christian theology.**

“That They Might Not Suffer”

In verse 16 the Savior said that he “suffered these things for all, that they
might not suffer” This language sounds a little like the penal substitution
theory with its Old Testament roots. In penal substitution theory (adhered
to by both Presbyterians and Baptists in the early nineteenth century), Christ
suffered a punishment that was required (i.c., penal requirement) by God.
When suffering this way, Christ was taking the place of sinners (i.c., acting as
a substitute).’” Penal substitution systematically connected the substitution-
ary sacrifices of the Old Testament with the self-sacrifice of Jesus Christ. In
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this passage Christ speaks as the true “Lamb of God” who suffers and dies in
place of the sinner.

However, it is important to note that section 19 does not align with some
of the implications of a penal substation model. For example, the Calvinistic
interpretation of this model led to a view of a limited atonement. Conversely,
according to verse 16, Christ’s substitutionary act is not limited to a small
group predestined to salvation. It is, in fact, intended for “all, that they might
not suffer”—something that would ring true to an adherent to universal views
of the Atonement. Thus, according to the theology of section 19, Christ may
be acting as a substitute, but he is substituting himself in place of all people so
that all may have hope for eternal life.

Another important area where section 19 could potentially push back
against the traditional penal substitution model is regarding the cause of
the suffering. As one Christian theologian cautioned, “If distorted, [penal
substation] can make ‘God’ or ‘God the Father’ seem like the villain of the
story, with Christ the hero who wins our freedom.”*® In alignment with
this insight, the language in section 19 does not imply that it is the Father
inflicting this pain on Jesus, it is sin itself.* Indeed, the Lord says that he
suffered so that “they might not suffer if they would repent; but if they would
not repent they must suffer even as I” (verses 16—17). Thus, anytime suffer-
ing is mentioned in this section it seems to stem from sin (Christ’s suffering
for the sins of humanity and an individual suffering for being unrepentant
of sin) rather than the wrath of the Father.* In context, the message to
Martin Harris is to repent of his sins so that he does not have to suffer
unnecessarily.

“To Bleed at Every Pore”

One of the most unique theological statements of this revelation is from verse
18 when Christ details the depth of his suffering, saying that it “caused myself,
even God, the greatest of all, to tremble because of pain, and to bleed at every
pore, and to suffer both body and spirit.” This passage provides a very specific
description of his suffering. First, the verse describes pain so severe that the
Savior—who emphasizes the he is “God, the greatest of all”’—was caused to
tremble, or to “shake involuntarily”# Second, in addition to causing involun-
tary shaking, the pain initiated a physical response where blood came from
every pore.
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The idea of the Savior bleeding from every pore is worth further explora-
tion because it has theological implications. The phrase “bleed from every
pore” gains further significance when it interacts with other Restoration
scripture. These books of scripture are replete with references to the redeem-
ing and cleansing effects of the blood of Christ.** It is significant to note
that the account in section 19 is corroborated in Mosiah 3:7 when an angel
declared (through King Benjamin), “He shall suffer temptations, and pain
of body, hunger, thirst, and fatigue, even more than man can suffer, except it
be unto death; for behold, blood cometh from every pore, so great shall be his
anguish for the wickedness and the abominations of his people” (emphasis
added). Furthermore, the Book of Mormon teaches that “because of their
faith in the Lamb of God,” the garments of the righteous “are made white in
his blood” (1 Nephi 12:10). We read that “his blood atoneth for the sins of
those who have fallen by the transgression of Adam, who have died not know-
ing the will of God concerning them” (Mosiah 3:11). King Benjamin’s people
desperately cry out to the Lord, “O have mercy, and apply the atoning blood
of Christ” (Mosiah 4:2). The Anti-Nephi-Lehies felt that their swords were

“washed bright through the blood of the Son” (Alma 24:13) and then later,
when the Savior introduced the sacrament in Bountiful, he said that it was
to be partaken of “in remembrance of my blood, which I have shed for you”
(3 Nephi 18:11). One of the final promises from Moroni is that we can be
“sanctified in Christ by the grace of God, through the shedding of the blood
of Christ” (Moroni 10:33).

This theme is carried throughout the Doctrine and Covenants and Pearl
of Great Price when the Lord references his “blood which was shed for the
remission of your sins” (Doctrine and Covenants 27:2). He later provides a
caution to “the wicked,” saying, “My blood shall not cleanse them if they hear
me not” (Doctrine and Covenants 29:17). We read that those in the celestial
kingdom are “just men made perfect through Jesus.. .., who wrought out this
perfect atonement through the shedding of his own blood” (Doctrine and
Covenants 76:69). From the Book of Moses we learn that the Lord instructed
Adam to teach his children that they must be “born again ... and be cleansed
by blood, even the blood of mine Only Begotten,” because it is “by the blood
ye are sanctified” (Moses 6:59—60). Finally, in his own moment of agony after
seeing generations of suffering, Enoch cries out, “When shall the blood of
the Righteous be shed, that all they that mourn may be sanctified and have
eternal life?” (Moses 7:45).
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The literality of the shedding of the blood of Christ plays a significant
role in our theology. Consequently, an argument could be made that the
Savior’s description of his atoning sacrifice and his bleeding from every pore
is one of the most important theological contributions made in the Doctrine
and Covenants. In some ways, the image of Christ pleading to his Father that
this cup may pass from him profoundly underscores his teaching that by “vir-
tue of the blood which I have spilt, have I pleaded before the Father for them”
(Doctrine and Covenants 38:4). Indeed, when the Lord gave language to his
role as advocate he described “the sufferings and death of him who did no sin”
and emphasized his plea to the Father that “the blood of thy Son which was shed,
the blood of him whom thou gavest that thyself might be glorified” (Doctrine
and Covenants 45:4—s5; emphasis added).

Surely the description in section 19 of Christ’s suffering and the efficacy
of his Atonement was a poignant and timely message for a worried and anx-
ious Martin Harris in the fall of 1829. His overarching message to Harris
is to “repent” (verses 13, 16, 20), “confess your sins” (verse 20), and then to

“preach naught but repentance” (verse 21). In this way both Harris and those
to whom he preaches have access to the sanctification which cometh through

the salvific blood of Christ.

“Would That | Might Not Drink the Bitter Cup, and Shrink”

A final theological implication from this revelation is that the suffering Christ
faced was not just physical, but spiritual in nature too—a truly bitter cup.
Verse 18 reveals that the experience caused the Lord to “suffer both body
and spirit.” These details of his suffering are not just grisly particulars but are
intended to inform Martin Harris (and future readers of this revelation) of
the cost of redemption. Christ’s recounting of his suffering ends as he victo-
riously proclaims, “Nevertheless, glory be to the Father, and I partook and
finished my preparations unto the children of men” (verse 19).

The previously discussed emphasis on physical suffering and blood pro-
vokes connections between atonement and Old Testament sacrifice. Verse 18
not just symbolically points to blood in the act of atonement, but instead
provides an account of an atoning sacrifice of body and spirit so intense that
blood becomes an inherent part of the sacrifice. However, connecting the
Atonement to Old Testament sacrifice is not the only role that the descrip-
tion in verse 18 plays. The details in verse 18 are also intended to lead Martin
Harris (and future readers) to change. This is likely why the Lord invites
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Martin to repent both immediately before and after detailing his sufferings
(see verses 14—16, 20).

If theology truly is “God talk” and is thus “a more considered and
reflective meditation on the scriptures and their implications,”* then the
Savior’s detailing of his atoning process to Martin Harris should stand
paramount in our own theological pondering. This detailed account was
originally written to inspire change in Martin Harris. Its purpose as a can-
onized text is to have the same effect upon modern readers. Each week the
Savior invites members of the Church, through the sacrament, to “always
remember him” (Doctrine and Covenants 20:77). Speaking to Oliver
Cowdery, the Savior commands, “Look unto me in every thought; doubt
not, fear not” (Doctrine and Covenants 6:36). This passage is powerful
on its own but gains even greater importance when read in context with
the next verse. As Oliver—and, by extension, all readers of this passage—
look unto the Lord, what specifically is he hoping we will see? “Behold the
wounds which pierced my side, and also the prints of the nails in my hands
and feet” (Doctrine and Covenants 6:37). Could it be that this is also part
of the Lord’s purpose in detailing his suffering to Martin Harris? Perhaps
his message is, “Martin, look unto me.” “Martin, remember me. Remember
my suffering” Indeed, he would tell Martin, “Learn of me, and listen to my
words; walk in the meekness of my Spirit, and you shall have peace in me”
(Doctrine and Covenants 19:23). In his moment of anxiety, doubt, and fear,
the Lord invites Martin Harris to repent, to remember his sufferings, and
then to both learn of and walk with him—a powerful reminder for all who
are caught in a moment of staggering confidence when trying to obey a dif-
ficult commandment.

Conclusion

In Matthew 19 we read the story of the rich young ruler who approaches
the Savior and asks, “Good Master, what good thing shall I do, that I may
have eternal life?” When the Savior responds that he must “keep the com-
mandments,” the young man says, “All these things have I kept from my
youth up: what lack I yet?” To which the Lord replies, “If thou wilt be
perfect, go and sell that thou hast . . . and come and follow me.” We are
told that the young man “went away sorrowful: for he had great posses-
sions” (see Matthew 19:16-22). At first glance many readers assume that
this young man is selfish, perhaps even a bit pompous. In Mark’s account
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of this exchange, however, we read that this young man came “running” to
Jesus and “kneeled to him, and asked him, Good Master, what shall I do
that I may inherit eternal life?” (Mark 10:17; emphasis added). Later in the
exchange we read, “Then Jesus beholding him loved him, and said unto him,
One thing thou lackest: go thy way, sell whatsoever thou hast . .. and come,
take up the cross, and follow me” (Mark 10:21; emphasis added). When we
consider this exchange, after secing a glimpse of the character of this man,
we sometimes hope that his story is not yet complete as he walks away sor-
rowful because of his great possessions. It would be a powerful addition if
we were to later read that after his initial hesitation and stumbling, he came
back again, perhaps even running, kneeling, and placing his riches at the
feet of the Lord.

Read in its original context, Doctrine and Covenants 19 captures a
moment just like this. It is as if the Lord is saying to Martin, “One thing
thou lackest: go thy way, sell whatsoever thou hast . . . and come, take up
the cross, and follow me” (Mark 10:21). Like the rich young ruler, Martin
stumbled for a time. He questioned. He “went away sorrowful” because
of his “great possessions” (Matthew 19:22). But to his eternal credit, he
came back. Unlike with the rich young ruler, we do not have to wonder how
Martin’s story ended. On 25 August 1829 Martin returned to the scene and
consecrated essentially all his property to the Lord.* Ultimately, he “accom-
plished and finished the will . . . of the Father” concerning him (Doctrine
and Covenants 19:2). In the final verse of section 19, the Lord asks Martin,

“Canst thou be humble and meek, and conduct thyself wisely before me?”
(verse 41). Martin answered these questions with his actions—as articu-
lated by President Dallin H. Oaks, “for which he should be honored for all
time.”*s

One purpose of this article was to demonstrate how closely related
our history is to our theology. Furthermore, our desire has been to empha-
size the reality that as we spend the time to adequately grasp the historical
context of scripture, it becomes easier to find relevant and meaningful
application. Martin’s experience with the Lord in section 19 shows us just
how intimately involved the Lord is in his work. He is not likely requiring
most of us to sell all our property or give all our riches to the poor. But one
of the principles underscored in Martin’s experience is that the Lord has
customized expectations for each of us. One of the probing questions from
this revelation is whether or not we will be willing to accomplish the will of
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the Father concerning us. As we ponder the sufferings Christ experienced
and his strength in partaking of his bitter cup, are we inspired to look to
him, to repent, to remember him, and to walk with him?

A hymn of the Restoration beautifully underscores these lessons from
the doctrine taught in section 19. The hymn says, “Think of me, thou ran-
somed one; Think what I for thee have done. With my blood that dripped
like rain, Sweat in agony of pain, With my body on the tree I have ransomed
even thee.” In this hymn the Lord asks us to remember him, to remember
his sufferings, and ultimately to remember our ransomed condition because
of him. The hymn continues, “At the throne I intercede; For thee ever do I
plead. I have loved thee as thy friend, With a love that cannot end. Be obe-
dient, I implore, Prayerful, watchful evermore, And be constant unto me,
That thy Savior I may be.”** Similarly, the Lord’s message to Martin Harris,
and by extension to anyone else struggling in a moment of confusion or
discouragement, is “repent,” “come unto me,” “learn of me, and listen to
my words; walk in the meekness of my Spirit” with the promise that “you
shall have peace in me” (verses 13, 41, 23). In conclusion, we ask with the
Lord, “Canst thou read this without rejoicing and lifting up thy heart for
gladness?” (verse 39).
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